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The opponents who cried wolf

Vincent Armenta/Commentary | Posted: Thursday, September 1, 2011 12:00 am
Everything leading up to last week’s anti-Chumash town hall meeting had a desperate feel to it. The flyer announcing the meeting was designed to ensure that you got the message that this was urgent. 

The cover of the free local “newspaper” pictured a massive Foxwoods casino in Connecticut, suggesting that you need to panic because the same footprint would happen here.

We’ve seen it all before, and there was nothing urgent about the meeting nor was there reason to panic. 

Tribal opponents have staged these types of anti-tribal meetings so often that they have taken on the appearance of the modern-day version of Aesop’s fable, “The Boy Who Cried Wolf.” You remember that tale about a shepherd boy who tricks nearby villagers into thinking a wolf is attacking the flock?

In this case, apparently, the tribe is the wolf. And just for the record, in our story the wolf never attacks the flock, although that doesn’t stop local tribal opponents from continuing to cry wolf at each and every turn.

We have always been puzzled as to why tribal opponents insist that we are planning to build a second casino less than three miles away to compete against our existing casino. It simply does not make economic sense. However, this argument will not rest and is used ad nauseam to incite panic.

The organizers of last week’s town hall meeting are intimately familiar with the tribal annexation process (also called the “fee-to-trust” process) as they previously opposed a proposed fee-to-trust annexation by our tribe for our 6.9 acres where we hope to someday build a cultural museum and a commemorative park.

They sent hundreds of opposition letters to the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) alleging a parade of potential horrors. The BIA could not see how a small cultural center and park would end “life as we know it” and therefore approved the annexation.

The tribal opponent groups appealed to both the Interior Board of Indian Appeals and the federal court, thereby delaying this educational project for almost eight years. In fact, a member of one of the local opposition groups was quoted in the Santa Maria Times saying: “We’ll hold it off forever. It’s not going to happen.”

When the tribe makes a decision to apply to annex the 1,400 acres known as Camp 4, we will no doubt endure the same eight years of appeals from tribal opponent groups and we already know that one of the cornerstones of their opposition will include the falsehood of a “second” casino in violation of federal law.

The federal Indian Gaming Regulatory Act of 1988 allows tribes to operate casinos on lands that were part of their reservations when the act was passed in 1988. Any land off reservation requires a separate two-part determination by the Secretary of the Interior with the concurrence of the governor of the state where the land is located. Such two-part determination has only been successfully completed three times since 1988 — in the entire country.

In other words, to place gaming devices on the 1,400 acres to compete against our existing Chumash Casino Resort, our tribe would have to:

- Get the land into trust and endure eight years or more of frivolous appeals from tribal opponents;

- Get a separate two-part determination from the Secretary of the Interior and endure a second eight years or more of frivolous appeals from tribal opponents;

- and get the approval of whoever is the governor of California more than 16 years from now.

Why would we subject our tribe to nearly two decades of lawsuits — for a project that makes absolutely no economic sense? 

This would be comical if it wasn’t so damaging. Instead of building partnerships in the community, like we do, the local tribal opponents have been destructive by attempting to create panic — over nothing. 

The reality is that we have kept the economic engine operating in our region by providing jobs to 1,700 county residents; we have boosted tourism by providing top-notch entertainment and bringing superb dining to our valley; and we have donated generously to the community by partnering with nonprofit organizations. 

What exactly have the organizers of last week’s town hall meeting done for our community?

 
Vincent Armenta is the tribal chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.

